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Summary:

This case describes a CLA approach in a highly conflict-affected region of northern Myanmar between 2013-16. A
CLA approach was desirable in this area because it has highly fluid security, political, and humanitarian dynamics,
and because access is restricted to international actors, and requires that all interventions are based on local
knowledge and agency. The challenge that this case addressed was how local communities can sustainably drive
their own peacebuilding and development outcomes with minimal international support, and in the midst of
unpredictable and changing local dynamics. Using a methodology developed specifically for locally led change in
complex environments — Systemic Action Research (SAR) — a consortium of local organisations designed and
implemented activities that directly benefited more than 17,000 people and achieved several notable firsts, including
the first ever provision of mine risk education to internally displaced people in this area, the introduction of anti-drug
messaging in school curricula, legislative changes away from punitive and towards rehabilitation strategies for drug
users, and the initiation of a track 2 dialog forum to support Myanmar’s peace process. Continuous learning, pause
and reflect, and adaptive management processes as part of SAR formed the backbone of this initiative, which
generated considerable insights for Adapt Peacebuilding, and lessons learned to share with the global peace and
development communities. Lessons learned concerned factors that enable CLA approaches, as well as inhibitors,
principally related to trust and uncertainty, which strain relations with donors and partners, and can constrain impact.
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2. What is the general context in which the case takes place? What organizational or
development challenge(s) prompted you to collaborate, learn, and/or adapt?

The program implemented in this case used a CLA approach to drive development and peacebuilding in highly
conflict-affected and volatile areas of northern Myanmar. The armed conflict between the Myanmar army and non
state armed groups in these areas since 2011 have displaced more than 100,000 people, two thirds of whom shelter
in the non-government controlled areas where this program was implemented. Local conditions in the implementation
area, on the Chinese border, are highly dynamic. Active conflict, presence and movement of security forces, and
ongoing landmine use complicates security dynamics and impedes livelihoods, and exposes civilians to harassment,
rights abuses, and movement restrictions. The presence of rich and contested natural resources, including the world's
second largest opium economy, create volatile war economies that support a few warlords while leaving many
vulnerable to unpredictable context changes. For those displaced or affected by conflict, Myanmar's elite peace and
democracy approaches offer promise of a better and more stable future, but seem distant amidst the ongoing shelling
and displacement. The case study describe here used CLA approaches to solve various peacebuilding challenges in
dynamic, conflict-affected contexts. 1) It is very hard to have accurate information about these contexts, so program
designs need to be informed by engagement and learning once the program is underway, 2) The context is highly
volatile, so best-laid plans are soon made redundant and strategies need to be adapted to optimise amidst the
changes, and 3) in the context of a national peace process, the means by which local communities can connect their
local change processes to national stakeholders and processes are unknown, and need to be learned iteratively. This
program was funded by USAID OTI, and implemented by a consortium of community based organisations from
northern Myanmar. Adapt Peacebuilding providing mentoring and accompaniment in CLA approaches.

3. Why did you decide to use a CLA approach? Why was CLA considered helpful for
addressing your organizational or development challenge(s)?

The founders of this initiative have been pioneering systems and complexity approaches in peacebuilding and
development for twenty years. The desire to use a CLA approach in Myanmar stemmed from the founders' deep
experience with methodologies ideally suited to CLA (in this case Systemic Action Research), combined with various
contextual factors in Myanmar. In Myanmar in 2012 traditional peacebuilding and development approaches were
struggling to generate impact because 1) Myanmar had been isolated with restricted mandates for so long, and local
dynamics were not well known, 2) rigid, externally conceived approaches were creating harmful unintended
consequences, 3) parallel peace, democratic reform, and economic development contexts were creating highly
complex dynamics that required flexibility and context responsiveness, and 4) international access to conflict areas
was highly restricted and required locally-driven approaches. The founders saw an urgent need for locally-driven CLA
approaches that could learn, adapt and optimise in this uncertain and dynamic context. The social enterprise Adapt
Peacebuilding was formed explicitly to implement CLA approaches (and in the coming years trained multiple local and
international organizations in these approaches). CLA approaches were therefore built into the design and shaped the
organizations culture and practices from the outset. It was challenging however to win over donors and some local
partners to CLA approaches. For USAID, there was resistance at the design stage to invest in processes that did not
clearly state what peacebuilding activities would be undertaken (in Systemic Action Research, these emerge during
implementation). We reached a compromise with USAID regarding acceptable parameters for these activities, and the
use of milestone payments gave sufficient confidence that funds would not be used for out of scope activities.
USAID's financial and administrative systems also lacked flexibility to unexpected context changes, which tended to
penalise the grantee, but were overcome through time-consuming negotiations which enabled budget lines to change.



4. Tell us the story of how you used a collaborating, learning and/or adapting approach
to address the organizational or development challenge described in Question 2.

This initative began with a workshop to support stakeholder involvement in decision making. Local partners and
USAID representatives were introduced to the CLA approach and discussed potential geographic and thematic
focus areas. At this critical decision point, one location was selected for implementation, with stakeholders from two
further locations invited to participate initially as observers. Trusting relationships were critical, as the content and
potential outcomes of this CLA approach were uncertain at the outset.

The implementation of Systemic Action Research (SAR) then began with development of the technical evidence
base, which involved the collection of hundreds of life stories of community members. The technical evidence base
was expanded in a later workshop, where participants analysed life story data using systems mapping. They
identified positive and negative phenomena from the life stories, the multiple factors that gave rise to them, and their
multiple consequences. They linked these factors using dozens of arrows, creating dense and detailed wall-sized
maps. These maps were used for a critical decision point to 1) select three priority topics to take action in relation to,
2) elect facilitators to lead these groups, and 3) develop intervention strategies based on opportunities identified by
their mapping maps. They chose to focus on 1) addressing drug abuse, 2) IDP and host community social harmony,
and 3) IDP return. Their findings and recommendations were then validated in larger community consultations,
which began a process of seeking external collaboration. Openness to hearing alternative perspectives was
encouraged, for example in the drug abuse group, which involved drug users, at risk youth, public health officials,
police, and drug dealers.

Building on the technical evidence base, the action research phase provided mechanisms for pause and reflection
and adaptive management. Three action research groups of 6-10 people, who self-selected from the initial research
phase, met once per month for eight months to reflect on their progress, re-evaluate their theories of change, and
adapt their actions. Critical decision points arose in these meetings, for example when the IDP return group realised
that they would not be able to support IDP return to places of origin because of political and security conditions.
They agreed instead to implement support for mine risk education for displaced people, and gained the support of
an international NGO and local government authorities to provide technical assistance and to maximise its reach.
Every other month, each of the three groups held wider community meetings of between a dozen and a hundred
people, to maximise external collaboration and use of networks. These forums opened opportunities to maximise
impact, for example by gaining access to social resources such as schools, IDP camps, radio stations or churches
in order to influence and benefit more people. These community forums also seeded new initiatives, such as a
series of youth peace forums that involved thousands.

Between action research and wider community meetings, the participants applied the technical evidence base in
planning and implementation. Over four months, the drugs group implemented activities to reduce youth drug use,
reaching 8,000 people, and successful lobbied for law changes and anti-drug messages in school curricula. The IDP
return group initiated mine risk education (MRE) for 7,000 IDPs. The IDP/host community relations group arranged
activities to improve social cohesion, reaching 8,000 people. The youth peace conferences emerged as an entirely
new activity. The scale of these initiatives grew exponentially, and was supported by an additional 200% on top of
USAID’s initial investment from additional community and donor sources.



5. Organizational Effectiveness: How has collaborating, learning and adapting affected
your team and/or organization? If it's too early to tell, what effects do you expect to see
in the future?

Before implementing this initiative we already had a culture and conceptual knowledge of CLA approaches, but did
not know practically about how to apply CLA throughout the program cycle. Since we have done so, we have realized
a range of benefits to our ways of working. 1) We have a broader relationships in the implementation context, which
contributes to much improved situation awareness, 2) our organization has become less siloed, spreading
competencies among staff, which enables us to resist shocks such as when our program manager became a political
prisoner, 3) we are more focused on external collaboration with other organizations towards shared goals, rather than
struggling to implement our own agenda individually, 4) we both draw on more diverse sources of knowledge, but
distill it and share it with stakeholders globally (see adaptpeacebuilding.org/publications/), 5) in addition to applying
pause and reflect methods into our programming, we have also instituted pause and reflect opportunities for
organization, in the form of team talks, in which all staff members are encouraged to share learning and suggestions
for improvement. The Director maintains a 'suggestion box' where all staff can anonymously report suggestions to
improve performance.

6. Development Results: How has using a CLA approach contributed to your development
outcomes? What evidence can you provide? If it's too early to tell, what effects do you
expect to see in the future?

The pilot phase of our CLA approach demonstrated much higher than expected rates of local participation. An
additional 200% in funding was attracted from community and donor sources, which maximized the overall impact of
program activities. Though a detailed evaluation has yet to be conducted, data from the process itself indicates
significant improvements in outcomes related to each of the peacebuilding activities (i.e. incidents of death and injury
from landmines have decreased in the implementation area, social harmony between IDP and host communities has
improved, and incidence of problematic drug use among youth has decreased). Feedback from local partners
suggest that several conditions enabled by the CLA approach contributed to a cascade effect which magnified these
positive impacts. Devolving decision-making to local partners, based on local knowledge not external assumptions,
plus a focus on continuous learning and an adaptive management process, contributed to strong local ownership
and high participation, maximum conflict sensitivity, and implementation strategies that were well aligned to the local
context, and did not get derailed by crises. The high degree of local buy in and process momentum was highly
attractive to the local community and donors, generating additional resources to extend impact of the activities, and
enhance sustainability.



7. What factors affected the success or shortcomings of your collaborating,
learning and adapting approach? What were the main enablers or obstacles?

The enablers in this example stemmed from the founders experience in developing and applying CLA approaches
in various contexts, and the culture and leadership of our organization Adapt Peacebuilding, which is dedicated to
their adoption throughout our activities. The inhibitors related to the challenge (and our failure at times) to manage
the uncertainty that can be associated with CLA approaches, and mitigate the relationship risks that it can
engender. Systemic Action Research does not firmly establish the specific content or intended outcomes of its
activities at the outset, instead arguing that the best strategies will emerge from learning and adaptation after
engaging with the context. This induces uncertainty, which can be a source of skepticism when there is not a
proven track record or pre-existing, trusted relationships. Our counterparts were reluctant initially to fund activities
that were not articulated in advance, and had trouble understanding the value of a CLA approach. The
Mission/Funder/COR had an understandable desire for caution in this highly sensitive environment, and wanted us
to be very precise in articulating our activities ahead of time, which limited our scope for adaptation. USAID backed
away from its initial pledge to support three (rather than one) location because they did not feel sufficient
assurances that the funding in these locations would be well spent. These decision-making delays and U-turns
delayed the availability of funds and implementation, which strained relationships with local partners. Relationships
with local partners were further strained because we at first did not sufficiently devolve financial and
decision-making authority, and fed mistrust that our organization was genuinely committed to local ownership. We
learned important lessons about building sufficient trust and means of responding to accountability concerns, both
with local partners and donors.

8. Based on your experience and lessons learned, what advice would you share with
colleagues about using a collaborating, learning and adapting approach?

Colleagues should know that we often have less control over the content and modalities of CLA approaches, which
generates uncertainty and induces tradeoffs between the interests of organizations. Your organization should
define what financial and programmatic decisions it is and is not comfortable delegating to partners, and where the
red lines are regarding what programmatic content and implementation modalities are acceptable. There will be a
trade off between having tighter reins and allowing partners to adapt and optimize as they learn. Even if your
organization has found a way to be comfortable with the uncertainty of CLA approaches, however, donor systems,
by and large, still struggle with it. If your donor (or particular focal point or unit of the donor) is not familiar with CLA
approaches, they might see your intended program as ambiguous, not sufficiently accountable to their funding
criteria, or otherwise risky to fund. You must counter this by demonstrating the value of CLA approaches, and
finding creative ways to address accountability concerns. We invited USAID to attend workshops in order to
understand the methodology better, set acceptable 'adaptation parameters' to reduce risk that emerging activities
would be out of scope, and instituted milestone payments to mitigate risks that funds would be misdirected. With
CLA approaches we need to ensure that there is at least certainty about the methodology, if not the exact activities
and indicators that we/our partners will use. One further learning, once implementation is underway, is to not insert
yourself in the decisions of local partners, who will ideally have independent lines of accountability to the donor.
This frees up your organization to play a mentoring and accompaniment role, without souring the relationship with
financial accountability, or undermining local ownership, buy in, and sustainability by promoting your own agency
rather than theirs.

The CLA Case Competition is managed by USAID LEARN, a Bureau for Policy, Planning and Learning
(PPL) mechanism implemented by Dexis Consulting Group and its partner, RTI International.
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